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Note on Heaney and Pascoli 
 
Marco Sonzogni 
 
 
Giovanni Pascoli (1855-1912) penned ‘L’ultima passeggiata’ (‘The Last Walk’)—a sequence of 
sixteen madrigals—for his lifelong friend and fellow poet Severino Ferrari (1856-1905) on the 
occasion of his friend’s wedding (1886) to Ida Gini. The poem is included in Pascoli’s first 
collection, Myricæ published in various (revised) editions between 1891 (Livorno: Giusti) and 
1911 (Bologna: Zanichelli).  
 
The rural setting, simple characters and ordinary events described by Pascoli resonated with 
Heaney, who with his usual mastery translated these to his native Ulster and into his own verse.  
 
Heaney first encountered Pascoli in 2001. In Towers, Trees, Terrors. A rêverie in Urbino—the 
lectio magistralis he delivered at the University of Urbino when he received a laurea honoris 
causa (In forma di parole. Seamus Heaney poeta dotto, a cura di Gabriella Morisco, a. 23, no. 2, 
aprile maggio giugno 2007, pp. 145-156)—Heaney referred to “Urbino’s windy hill” (p. 145): 
words from W.B. Yeats’ ‘To a Wealthy Man who Promised a Second Subscription to the Dublin 
Municipal Gallery if it were Proved the People Wanted Pictures’ (1912). On that occasion, 
Heaney received from Professor Gabriella Morisco the text of Pascoli’s ‘L’aquilone’ (Primi 
poemetti, 1904), which includes “abbiamo in faccia Urbino / ventoso”: “halt opposite / Urbino’s 
windy hill” in Heaney’s own translation (‘The Kite’, in Gabriella Morisco. ‘Two Poets and a 
Kite: Seamus Heaney and Giovanni Pascoli’, in Linguæ et, no. 1, 2013, p. 40). Heaney himself 
had already written a poem with a kite in it: ‘A Kite for Michael and Christopher’ (Seamus 
Heaney. Station Island. London: Faber and Faber, 1984, p. 44).  
 
Heaney later translated and reworked Pascoli’s ‘L’aquilone’. The translation—titled ‘The 
Kite’—was published in 2009 and dedicated to Mery Kelleher, a friend of his with a lifelong 
passion for the Italian language, literature and culture who retired after many years of service as 
the librarian and archivist of the Royal Dublin Society (Auguri. Edited by Fergus Mulligan. 
Dublin: Royal Dublin Society, 2009). An excerpt of this translation (vv. 30-64)—titled ‘from 
The Kite’—was republished in 2012 in an anthology of contemporary Italian poetry in English 
translation (The FSG Book of Twentieth-Century Italian Poetry. Edited by Geoffrey Brock. New 
York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2012, pp. 14-17). The reworked version (vv. 10-15 and vv. 25-
33)—titled ‘A Kite for Aibhín’ and accompanied by the epigraph “after ‘L’aquilone’ by 
Giovanni Pascoli (1855-1912)”—was written to salute the birth of Heaney’s second 
granddaughter and included in his last collection (Seamus Heaney. Human Chain. London: Faber 
and Faber, 2010, p. 85). 
  
On April 3, 2012 Heaney attended the centenary commemorations of Pascoli’s death at the Alma 
Mater Studiorum University of Bologna. 
  
A few days before his sudden death on August 30, 2013, Heaney completed the translation of 
‘L’ultima passeggiata’—indeed his last walk through poetry, now published in a limited edition 
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of 500 copies with paintings and drawings by Martin Gale (The Last Walk. Loughcrew, 
Oldcastle: The Gallery Press, 2013).  
 
Another Pascoli translation appeared posthumously: ‘The Dapple-Grey Mare’—Heaney’s 
version of ‘La cavallina storna’, one of Pascoli’s most widely known poems—is included in 
Peter Fallon: Poet, Publisher, Editor and Translator (edited by Richard Rankin Russell. Dublin: 
Irish Academic Press, 2013, pp. 241-243). 
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